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in action. Why, then, it is answered, does he
delay his mission ? He does not, is the reply ;
but the counter-reply is that he is certainly
felt to do so and that on the stage far too long
a period seems to elapse. Another school here
interposes. There was no weakness in Hamlet,
but there were material difficulties in his way :
the King was always surrounded by his guards
and could not be got at. Of this, however,
there is no evidence, and many bewildered
persons have finally fallen on the comfortable
bosom of the theory that Hamlet was mad and
that therefore nothing he did or said is neces-
sarily explicable or (on that assumption)
in the least inexplicable. The reply to this
is that Hamlet was obviously not mad, that
we take a painful interest in all he thinks ;
and that Shakespeare was not so mad as to
write a play the central figure of which was
throughout all the acts puzzling an audience
by speeches and deeds which had no cohesion
and leading them to take seriously ruminations
which were merely ravings. At all events,
save amongst those who pity him as a maniac,
Hamlet has few friends. They rebuke his
weakness, and " for not killing Claudius either
at the start or in the praying-scene, Hamlet
has been the theme of a hundred denunciations
by zealous moralists/'

Of recent years there has been a general
tendency to examine the texts historically ;
we have grown conscious of faults in the
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